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The functions of the guilds can be regarded from two sides.
They owed duties (a) to their members, (b) to the public,

(a) The primary object of the guild was to maintain the
craftsman's standard of life. For this purpose it used the
favourite medieval weapon of monopoly. No craftsman could
ply his trade in a town, unless he belonged to the appropriate
guild. In Germany and to some extent in France and Italy,
the monopoly was extended to include an area outside the city
walls. But in the early stages of guild history this restrictive
policy was not burdensome. The guilds were not exclusive in
the evil sense of the word. Entrance fees were small and no
competent craftsman was deliberately shut out from the prac-
tice of his craft. Indeed, the aim of the guilds was to embrace
all the craftsmen within a town in order that their regulations
might have general force. The growth of a narrow monopolistic
spirit was a later development.

To the craftsman, the guild ensured a fair price for the
products of his labour. Prices in the Middle Ages were fixed
by public authority. The obligation rested in the first instance
on the municipality, but it nearly always delegated the duty,
under supervision, to the guild officials, who had expert know-
ledge. The prices fixed by the guilds guaranteed the craftsman
a just reward for his labour.

The craftsman profited by his guild in other ways. He
received what we would call 'friendly society benefits'. Sick
members obtained allowances, widows and orphans of deceased
guildsmen were granted pensions, and almshouses were built
for the reception of aged craftsmen. The religious side of the
guild's activities was very prominent. Indeed, many guilds had
developed out of religious fraternities or 'sodalities' among the
craftsmen of a particular trade. A portion of the guild's funds
was regularly earmarked for religious purposes. Masses were
offered for the souls of deceased members, altars and chapels
were maintained in parish churches, and the craftsmen took
part in religious processions and in the performance of miracle
or mystery plays.1

1 In the countries which accepted Protestantism these activities came to an end
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